Economic significance of cableways illustrated by the example of Titlis Rotair in Engelberg, near to Lucerne, Switzerland by Ruegger, Eugenio
Economic Significance of Cableways Illustrated by the Example of 
Titlis Rotair in Engelberg, near to Lucerne, Switzerland 
 




Structure of Lecture: 
1. Geography / Transportation  
2. History 
3. Important Background Information on Engelberg 
4. Tourism in Switzerland 
5. Facts & Figures 
6. Business Management  
7. Economic Significance for Engelberg Tourist Resort 
8. Connection of Tourism with Alpine Agriculture 
9. Cableway Companies and Ecology 






1. Geography / Transportation 
Engelberg is situated in an alpine valley at the base of Mount Titlis at an altitude of 
1,000 meters above sea level (3,280 ft.). In the commuter belt of Northern- and Central 
Switzerland, Mount Titlis is the nearest beauty spot, which, thanks to the glacier on top, 
guarantees for ice and snow all year round.  
Getting to Engelberg is easy. The LSE (train between Lucerne and Engelberg) has 
been in service for 100 years now, and the road that connects Lucerne with the resort is 
in perfect condition as well. A car ride from Lucerne to Engelberg takes about half an 
hour. Therefore Engelberg does not profit from vacation tourism only, but also 
from day trip business. It is no use to mention that day trip business, of course,  
involves disadvantages as well. On the other hand, Titlis Rotair is particularly interested 
in achieving a better base in use of capacity during the week. This again is related 
with the supply of hotels in  the tourist resort. 
 
Titlis Rotair operates 20 different transportation facilities,  thereby offering ski runs of all 
levels of difficulty. Nonetheless, the resort has to be considered a ski area for 
intermediate and expert skiers. In addition, the company built a cross-country circuit 
around lake Trübsee at its own expense, in order to ensure cross-country skiing, even if 
there is no snow in Engelberg’s valley. 
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2. History 
Engelberg’s starting point goes far back to the foundation of its Benedictine Monastery 
in 1120 after Christ. Its upswing to a classic spa and mountain resort began in 1883 
when the so-called spa and tourist office was founded with the objective and aim to 
bring guests to Engelberg in a professional and organized manner and to make sure 
they would be entirely satisfied here. 
 
The first step into the technical exploitation of Mount Titlis (the altitude of the very top is 
3,239 meters or 10,620 ft) took place with the opening of the funicular railway in 1913.  
 
The big breakthrough when it comes to world innovations, however, was launched 
when Titlis Rotair came up with the world’s first revolving aerial cable-car (from 
Stand to Mount Titlis) in December 1992. With that world innovation, the company 
scored a tremendous market lead over its competitors in the European Alpine countries. 
The revenues immediately soared by 17%. Titlis Rotair’s success kept continuing in 
1998 as well.  
 
 
3.  Important Background Information on Engelberg 
Here, a fundamental and important remark needs to be made. Engelberg is a 
historically grown village and not pre-planned as different places both in the United 
States (Vail) and in France had been, where entire villages and ski resorts virtually 
appeared out of nowhere. Engelberg, a village with agriculture, gradually changed into a 
tourist resort after the first guests had arrived. The resort is embedded into an 
autonomous, political municipal office, which, in its turn is based on the constitution of 
the higher authority of the Canton of Obwalden.  
 
The tourist office used to be an independent association. Aiming at an increased 
appearance on the market, Titlis Rotair, the tourist office and other companies in the 
same line of business will be cooperating. (Recent foundation of Engelberg-Titlis 
Tourism stock corporation. The ski- and mountaineering schools are still on their own as 
independent associations. Engelberg’s ‘Sportcenter’, its outdoor and indoor swimming 
pools and its ski-jumping site (Switzerland’s biggest), however, are municipality-owned. 
Hotels and restaurants belong to individuals or companies. Today, Engelberg has 1,800 
hotel beds at its disposal and is able to accommodate another 6,200 people in its rental 
apartments and chalets, its camping site and youth hostel.  
 
 
4.  Tourism in Switzerland 
In foreign trade tourism is considered the third most important currency earner after the 
machine industry and the chemical industry. 
 
In the scope of the function of compensation tourism considerably contributes to a 




The demand for transportation performances of cableways and skilifts does not stand 
there for itself, as is the case with every touristic demand. In tourism our guest 
consumes a performance package (transportation to and from a resort, transportation 
and food within the resort, procurement of ski equipment, etc.) 
Switzerland’s about 1,700 touristic means of transportation play an important part in its 
economy: about one third of all jobs in mountain resorts depend on tourism. In those 
resorts, an alternative to tourism and therefore to cableways and skilifts hardly exists. 
Accordingly, cableway companies initiate crucial impulses in growth. 
 
 
5. Facts and Figures 
Titlis Rotair employs a staff of 200 people in winter and approximately 130 in summer. 
The total expenses for the staff amounted to Sfr. 10 Mio. or/and 30% of the revenues in 
1998. 
 
The restaurants on Stand and Mount Titlis station, but also the various sport and gift 
shops from the ground station in Engelberg up to Mount Titlis are owned by Titlis Rotair. 
Altogether, the restaurants have a capacity of 750 indoor seats and approximately 400 
outdoor seats. 
 
Overall, including the restaurants and shops, Titlis Rotair scored a turnover of Sfr. 30 
Mio. during the year of 1998. The cash flow totaled Sfr. 10 Mio. in 1997 and Sfr. 8.9 
Mio. in 1998, figures that may be considered peak values within the Swiss cableway 
industry. The restaurants’ and shops’ turnover in 1997 amounted to Sfr. 8.368 Mio., 
showing a cash flow of Sfr. 1.538 mio. 
 
A crucial factor for the company’s positive development since many consecutive years 
has been the summer business, which gained 40% to 46% of the turnover at a time. 
The major dependence on Far East Asia, however, led to a very difficult 1998 for Titlis 
Rotair. The absence of those group tourists (non-skiers, one-day tourists who visit 
Mount Titlis once in a lifetime and usually spend their nights in Zürich, Lucerne or 
Engelberg) who visit us in both summer and winter, amounted to losses of about Sfr. 4 
Mio, financially spoken. Considering Swiss proportions, Titlis Rotair is one of very few 
cableway companies that always generate a very high share of their revenues in 
summer. The proportion of a 40% share in summer is economically very important, 
since it is the backbone for managing a cableway company as profitable as possible. 
Also, maintenance costs in summer are much lower than in winter. Our guests only 
need to be brought to the top, and there are absolutely no expenses for ski run 
preparations.  
 
Cableway companies which offer a wide selection of attractions to their summer 
guests have a comparably much better position at the outset. Those attractions 
can be anything from attractions in nature to special offers towards relaxation, pleasure 
or trendy craziness. Therefore, strong dependence on summer tourism is a pipe 
dream of every cableway company, since one has to pay attention to making optimal 
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use of  the available transportation capacities in this capital-intensive line of business all 
year round, including spring, summer and fall. 
 
 
6. Business Management 
The company, a private stock corporation with about 2,000 shareholders, shows a 
capital stock of Sfr. 10.5 Mio., divided into 42,000 shares worth Sfr. 250.- each. The 
payment of dividend for the fiscal year 1997/98 was 10%.  
During the last 21 years, Sfr. 104 Mio. have been invested into various means of 
transportation and other installations. 
 
In winter, the average number of people going from Engelberg towards Gerschnialp or 
Trübsee (by the means of public transportation) comes to about 3,000 per day. During 
seasonal peak days, particularly on weekends in winter, the number of people going 
towards Trübsee, Mount Titlis and Jochpass sometimes climbs up to 10,000 per day. 
 
In summer, the average number of guests visiting Mount Titlis is 1,400 people per day. 
(Due to the economic collapse in Far East Asia, however, that number dropped to 1,200 
people per day). Thanks to the great variety of activities on top (10,000 feet above sea 
level!), such as ice grotto, fun lift, south-facing window, etc., our guests visit Mount Titlis 
even if the weather does not play along. 
 
 
7. Economic Significance for Engelberg Tourist Resort 
Fifty percent (50%) of Engelberg’s 3,500 inhabitants are employed, which can be 
considered a very positive vacancy rate. (Switzerland: 46.7%)  
 
Titlis Rotair’s taxes of about Sfr. 1,0 Mio. per year essentially contribute to the economic 
strengthening of the municipalities of Engelberg and Wolfenschiessen (in the Canton of 
Nidwalden).  
 
Concerning the overall economic consequences for Engelberg tourist resort, following 
main statements apply: relevant and just recently published studies of various Swiss 
tourist resorts show, that each hotel guest who stays in Engelberg overnight, 
presumably has daily accommodation expenses of an amount of Sfr. 100.- in winter and 
an amount of Sfr. 70.- in summer. The day trip tourist, however, spends an amount of 
Sfr. 55.-. Including the figures of camping sites and tourist camps, Engelberg could 
register 652,000 overnight stays in hotels and vacation apartments during the last year.  
 
Engelberg comes up with a GDP (Gross Domestic Product) of Sfr. 140 Mio. per year. 
The GDP is the result of adding up the gross value added2 of the companies, that is to 
say the different lines of business in the resort.  
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The touristic value added is attained by determining following fundamentals: 
• Number of guests 
• Average expenditure of guests per day 
• Local and regional economic structure 
• Determination of the direct and indirect share of tourism on account of 
revenues of the different lines of business 
 
Share of the different lines of business of the GDP in Engelberg 
Touristic Group of Achievers    (40%)  Sfr.   55 Mio. 
Trade, Commerce, Construction Industry     Sfr.   32 Mio. 
Transportation, Service Industry (Banks, Insurance Companies) Sfr.   34 Mio. 
Agriculture         Sfr.     9 Mio. 
Rent Out Real Estate        Sfr.     7 Mio. 
Energy Supply        Sfr.     3 Mio. 
 
Total GDP         Sfr. 140 Mio. 
 
Bottom Line: The more tourist-oriented and structured a region or a village is, the more 
important tourism is compared to the importance of touristic achievers. 
 
In reference to Engelberg this means: 
• Share of touristic achievers of the GDP   40% 
• Estimated share of tourism of the GDP   95% 
 
Even more decisive in viewing the economic effects of a cableway company is, 
however, the perspective on a local economic area of an alpine health resort, a valley or 
a region. Here, a cableway company provides following crucial economic functions: 
 
• Direct function of employment (employees of a cableway station) 
• Direct function of income for the municipality (municipality- and canton taxes 
paid for by the cableway company) 
• Direct turnover function in the village (thanks to purchases of business output 
on the spot) 
• Indirect function of income and employment (multiplier effect) 
 
The cableways of Engelberg must be indisputably referred to as the crucial principal 
line of business3 that makes the tourist resort thrive and do well, as they bring money 
from outside into their economic area. Alpine tourism without a cable way station to 
ensure a dignified and decent existence to its inhabitants, does not exist.  
It is in that local economic area where the money experiences further turnovers. For 
example, the roofer who made money renovating a building of the cableway station, 
spends part of it on food shopping at the local bakery. The baker uses that money to 
make an advance payment to the local farmer for farm products he needs to produce 
                                            
3 see table 2 
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baked goods. That way the money passes through different turnover stages and hands 
respectively, and it generates income on different levels. 
 
Estimates of tourism experts and government officials within the municipality show, that 
90% to 92% of Engelberg’s population directly or indirectly depend on tourism. 
Exaggeratedly expressed, Engelberg without tourism would be made up of some farmer 
families, 1 or 2 teachers, the monastery, 1 or 2 postal employees, some people who 




8. Connection of Tourism with Alpine Agriculture 
Existing synergies in these fields have to be taken off their doze, and transformed into 
effective, positive strategies that serve all partners. That also means that alpine regions 
are not only conservation areas, but also areas for practical use, which is a necessary 
requirement to keep the population in alpine regions from emigrating into cities and 
economic centers. 
 
Titlis Rotair’s yearly reimbursement for rights of passage to the citizens’ congregation of 
Engelberg and the alp cooperative amounts to over Sfr. 700,000.-. These figures are 
often ignored. After all, agricultural circles have a hard time dealing with such numbers 
being officially listed in the Titlis Rotair’s annual report. Besides, a study commissioned 
by Titlis Rotair years ago evidently proves, that  the actual alpine and agricultural 
revenue setbacks per year only ask for a fee of Sfr. 40,000.- at the most. 
 
The preachers of the so-called gentle or soft tourism are very much asked to proof their 
statements as well. The successful alpine tourism of the future will not be able to exist 
with customary habits and conventional views of the past. 
 
 
9. Cableway Companies and Ecology 
Cableways admittedly have a big influence on traffic in alpine regions, but also on the 
population’s traffic conduct. The resulting negative effect on the environment from it, 
has led to a lot of general criticism towards cableway companies in recent years. A 
subcommittee of the Council of Europe that deals with questions on the Alpine 
Convention particularly distinguished itself on that matter. Among other things, a 
minimal snow height of 20 cm shall be demanded. Such general standards are a sign 
of an extensive lack of understanding on direct or indirect ecological effects of winter 
sports. Although often ignored by people, cableway companies do contribute to an 
ecological balance, in fact, they sometimes even manage to prevent bigger damages in 
the alps. For example: contributions to the preservation of alpine regions, contributions 
to farmers as reimbursement for using their land, buildings for sewage disposal, 
recultivation work and valuable draining in difficult terrain, but also concentration of 
leisure travel business, sports and relaxation in the nature, and therefore prevention of 




10. Cableway Companies and their Social Environment 
Cableway companies show social effects far beyond their geographical location, 
sometimes beyond entire nations. It is they who make it possible for the most important 
national sports in alpine regions to come into fashion. These are skiing, snowboarding, 
as well as other booming sports, including mountain hiking. In Switzerland with ist 7 
Mio. inhabitants, the winter sport with skiing and snowboarding is still the number one 




 Cableways are still the ‘backbone’ of alpine tourism. 
 Without cableways there is only insignificant winter tourism and very modest 
summer tourism. 
 Without cableways in tourist resorts of alpine regions no existence is possible for the 
inhabitants of alpine valleys and villages. 
 Cableways significantly contribute to the existence of alpine agriculture in mountain 
resorts. 
 Not cableway stations and tourist resorts, but outdated vacation and holiday 
regulations of various European countries cause concentrated traffic flows,. 
 As is the case anywhere else, mistakes had been made during the exploitation of 
cableways. However, different improvements have shown positive long-term effects 
to a great extent. 
 It’s absurd to continuously curse growth in tourism of past decades and to paint in 
black colors only. What about equivalent comparative values in the branches of 
trade and industry, and especially the service industry (banks, insurance companies 
etc.)? And what about the analogous expansion of our governmental bureaucracies?  
 
Many (people with composure as well as the ideologically garnished type) speak up for 
the protection of our Alps. Quite a few of them do not turn red anymore, even if they 
make a living of and ensure their existence thanks to the many branches of business 
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Table 1 
 
Overall Business Performance, 





   Advance Payments
(goods and services 
received from third 
parties) 
 
     
  Depreciations  
     
   Employees 
(wages) 
     
   Government 
(taxes) 
     
  Net Value Added Donor of outside 
capital   (interests)
     
   Donor of equity 
capital   (dividend)
     




 Contains the total turnover plus self-constructed installations for       private use 
plus/minus stock changes of self-constructed half- and fullmakes plus neutral profits, 









Accommodation Expenses in the Resort 
 
Accommodation types  Overnights Daily exp. av. 
(Sfr.)
 Total  
(mio. Sfr) 
       
• Hotels  
• Apartments 
 387,000 80.-  31.0 
       
• Camping sites 
• Tourist camps 
• Private Houses  
• Private Apartments  
 264,000 40.-  10.5 
       
Grand Total  651,000   41.5 
 
 
Expenses for Transport Installations all over 
Engelberg,  





Winter (150 days, average 3,000 pax/day) 
• Holiday tourists 
 
 
- 53% from 651,000  overnights 
                        = 345,000 
- 75% using transport installations + 





     
• Day trip tourists 
 
- 1,500 (average per day) x 150  
                             = 225,000 x Sfr. 55.- 
  
12.3 
     
Total 
 




Summer (180 days, average 1,150 pax/day) 
• Holiday tourists  - 345,000 overnights : 3.5 = 98,570 
persons, 50% of those on Mt. Titlis = 
approx.    50,000 persons x Sfr. 40.- 
  
 
  2.0 
     
• Day trip tourists  1,150 x 180 days =  207,000 x Sfr. 50.-  10.3 
     
Grand Total  Winter + Summer 
All cable car companies + mountain restaurants 
 36.2 
 
